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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

 In this chapter, the results of research questions are discussed. In addition, this 

chapter also offers limitation and implication of the present study as well as 

recommendation for future research. 

 

5.1 Research Questions 

5.1.1 Research Question 1: Students’ Cognitive Styles and Students’ 

English Performance 

 A positive answer was provided to research question 1 with regard to students’ 

cognitive styles and students’ English performance. This result showed that FI 

students outperformed FD students in the listening, reading and writing test and that 

FI students were in significant correlation with the listening, reading and writing test. 

Such a result is similar to the findings of Naiman et al. (1975, 1978), Bialystok and 

Frohlich (1978) and Chen (1991), which all indicated that FI was a strong predictor of 

successful second language learning. One possible explanation for this result is that FI 

students received more favorable instruction from the teachers than FD students did. 

The goal of the chosen school in the present study was mostly academic-oriented; 

students were expected to enter an ideal senior high school; hence, students tended to 

receive formal and structured instruction where the lecture method was used for the 

most part in training students’ analytic skills, and because of the tight schedule of the 

lesson plans, activities which involved social interaction and which were usually too 

time-consuming were seldom provided by the English teachers. Such formal and 

analytic-oriented lecture was strongly favored by FI students who, according to what 

Ford and Chen (2001) and Saracho (2003) identified, were able to experience the 

components of a structured field analytically and to impose structure on a relatively 
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unstructured field. FD individuals, by contrast, were unable to function within a 

structuring and analytic task, and thus cannot benefit too much from the analytic 

instruction. Another possible reason that FI individuals performed better in language 

task than FD individuals is that FI restructuring abilities apparently do contribute to 

successful linguistic performance in such a formal, content-oriented instruction 

(Hansen & Stansfield, 1982). For example, when working on the language tasks, FI 

students tried to find out any clues or make outlines to generalize or organize the 

abstract, unstructured material. Such restructuring abilities helped them achieve 

success in language tasks. The other possible explanation for FI students’ superior 

performance is related to what Phifer (1983) indicated that FI individuals tended to 

use more learning strategies than FD individuals did. Accordingly, FI students, in the 

present study, displayed a higher level of English performance for they were likely to 

develop more effective learning habits and strategies than FD students did. 

 

5.1.2 Research Question 2: Teachers’ Cognitive Styles and Students’ 

English Performance 

  Although students’ cognitive styles did influence certain degree of learning, 

teachers’ cognitive styles made no significant correlation with students’ performance 

in the listening, reading and writing test. The result corresponds to the findings of 

Hansen and Stansfield (1982), whose study also revealed that no significant 

relationship existed between teachers’ cognitive styles and students’ language 

achievement. Such an outcome may result from the fact that both FI and FD teachers 

did not display different instructional behaviors, which is very different from what 

Packer and Bain (1978) claimed that teachers’ cognitive style may influence their 

choices of instructional approach. In the present study, FI and FD teachers both used 

the lecture method frequently to teach listening, reading and writing and the way how 
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they introduced vocabulary and grammar were also quite similar to each other; 

besides, the discussion method was seldom used by both of FI and FD teachers 

because of the tight schedule of the lesson plans and because of the fear of 

uncontrollable classroom management. Both of them also declared that deductive 

learning was more effective than inductive learning and the lecture method was used 

for the most part because it was the easiest and fastest way to teach and for students to 

learn. Another reason which explains why the teachers demonstrated the same 

teaching behaviors is because that the teaching materials and test requirements were 

all organized and unified across all classes, thus bringing forth the same instructional 

behaviors. Or perhaps, the influence of the teachers were not obvious enough since 

the teacher participants of the present study only conducted instruction to their 

students for more than one year only. Stronger influence would be revealed if the 

teacher participants had conducted instruction to their students for more than two or 

three years. 

 But when students were divided into female groups and male groups and the data 

were re-tested, a slight difference had shown. As for the relationship between 

female/male students with FI/FD teachers and students’ English performance, male 

students with FI or FD teachers did not demonstrate any significant relationship, but 

female students with FI teachers showed a significant correlation with the listening 

test, displaying better performance of female students with FI teachers. The possible 

explanation for why male students reflected no significant correlation but only female 

students did is that the teacher participants of the present study were all female; the 

student-teacher gender match was indeed related to the significant relationship in 

students’ English performance. The sex match-mismatch effect seems to be more 

potent and take precedence over teachers’ cognitive style. The possible explanation 

for why female students with FI teachers, instead of those with FD teachers, showed a 
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significant relationship is that FI teachers might put more emphasis and more time on 

teaching listening than FD teachers did. For example, FI teachers might use more 

classroom English or teach more listening strategies as well as provide students with 

more listening exercises or tests. Classroom observation may shed more light on the 

issue. 

 

5.1.3 Research Question 3: Cognitive Style Match/Mismatch and 

Students’ English Performance 

 In line with Hansen and Stansfield’s (1982) proposition that student-teacher 

cognitive style match or mismatch produced no significant effect on foreign language 

achievement, the present study also proposed that no significant correlation existed 

between student-teacher FI/FD cognitive style match/mismatch and students’ English 

performance. However, when the second examination for match and mismatch groups 

was conducted, student-teacher FD match groups were found to benefit the least in the 

listening, reading and writing test. The possible explanation for poor performance of 

FD student-teacher match groups may result from the fact that FD students was 

unable to benefit from FD teachers because FD teachers did not reflect a teacher’s 

more habitual or natural style in their instruction. As Dunn, Deckinger, Withers and 

Katzenstein (1990) claimed, teaching students based on their diagnosed learning style 

could significantly increase their achievement level. In the present study, the FD 

teacher participants were found to imply instructional modes which did not match FD 

students’ cognitive styles, thus bringing forth the ineffectiveness of English learning 

performance. 

The second examination also pointed out that FI students with FD teachers 

performed better than FD students with FD teachers in the reading test. A significant, 

positive correlation was also found between FI students with FD teachers and 
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students’ performance in the reading test. The possible reason for the outcome is 

because FI students’ restructuring abilities or better learning strategies contribute to 

successful performance in the reading test. 

In addition, the second examination further indicated that FD mismatch groups 

performed better than FD match groups in the listening and writing test. A significant, 

positive correlation was also found between FD mismatch groups and students’ 

performance in the listening and writing test. The possible explanation may be that the 

cognitive mismatch effect can benefit students’ language learning academically.  

The result of the present study indicating a better performance of cognitive style 

mismatch rejects the statement by Hunt (1970) referring that the style-mismatching 

instruction may become a frustration and disconfirmation, which can stifle learning, 

and also refused the suggestion by Witkin et al. (1977) referring that student-teacher 

cognitive style match might be a factor contributing to a more effective outcome, 

whereas mismatches might contribute to a less effective outcome. 

Saracho (2003), who hypothesizes “identical cognitive style matching” and 

“performance cognitive style matching” as two prevalent ideals in matching teachers 

and students, pointed out that cognitive style mismatch, which is assumed to be 

“performance cognitive style matching”, may benefit students in acquiring language 

well through exploring and stimulating different learning strategies which are very 

different from those that they are used to. Different from “identical matching 

cognitive style matching” indicating that teacher and students have the same cognitive 

styles, such as FI teachers matching their FI students and FD teachers matching their 

FD students, “performance cognitive style matching” refers to the condition in which 

teachers have a distinct cognitive style that will promote the students’ learning, and 

should comfort, gratify and motivate students (Saracho, 1990, 1999, 2001). The 

mismatch effectiveness of the present study conforms to “performance cognitive style 
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matching” because it provides enrichment, challenge and stimulation for both teachers 

and students.  

Good and Stipek (1983) further indicated that most students were able to adapt to 

a variety of instruction modes which were not preferred by them. The central issue is 

whether the instruction provided is of sufficiently high quality, in terms of such 

dimensions as task clarity, feedback and opportunities for practice, to facilitate 

learning. Kolb (1984) also concluded that there were potential long term benefits 

when there was an intentional mismatch between students’ learning style and teachers’ 

instructional styles, on the ground that students were taught to experience the tension 

and conflict from which creativity springs. 

 Although, in the present study, the match hypothesis did not apply to FD match 

groups statistically, the interview outcome regarding students’ perception of their 

teachers showed that FI students gave FI teachers higher appraisal of their teaching 

method and teaching effectiveness than FD students to FD teachers. Most FI students 

claimed they enjoyed the FI teachers’ instruction which was quite comprehensible and 

effective in acquiring the language; in addition, they enjoyed challenge in the learning 

material provided by the FI teachers. Although FD students didn’t give FD teachers 

higher appraisal of their teaching method and effectiveness, they gave FD teachers 

pretty high opinion of their personal characters, claiming that even though they 

couldn’t benefit much from FD teachers’ instruction, FD teachers were indeed 

heartwarming teachers who provided an unthreatening learning atmosphere. The FD 

teachers’ heartwarming personality conformed to Witkins’ proposition (cited in 

Crozier, 1997) that FD individuals who adapted a global field approach were warm, 

affectionate and tactful and were effective in personal relationships. The positive 

student-teacher classroom interaction is in line with the claim by Mahlios (1990) that 

the match of teachers and students has positive effects on interpersonal attraction. 
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DiStefano (1970) and James (1973) also demonstrated the greater interpersonal 

attraction with teachers and students who had the same cognitive style; they 

confirmed that FD match groups viewed each other more properly and the same was 

true to FI match groups.  

Accordingly, the match effect doesn’t seem to apply statistically; instead, it 

applies well to student-teacher interaction in class. The present study deduces that the 

match theory applied to the FI match groups in the aspect of the satisfaction with the 

teachers’ teaching method and teaching effectiveness, and the FD match groups in the 

aspect of the satisfaction with the teacher personality. Witkin et al. (1977) suggested 

three possible reasons why student-teacher cognitive style match might produce 

beneficial effects in student-teacher interaction in class. One factor was that students 

and teachers possess the same interests; another factor was that students and teachers 

shared common personality characteristics; the other factor was that students and 

teachers have similarity in modes of communication. Stasz, Shavelson, Cox and 

Moore (1976) further pointed out that students and teachers who were matched for 

cognitive style have similar cognitive structure, which may lead to more efficient 

communication. 

In conclusion, the present study indicated that the match/mismatch theory 

benefited students in different aspects. For example, FI match groups and FD 

mismatch groups benefited more than FD match groups in the teacher instruction, 

while FD match groups benefited more from the interpersonal aspect of the 

instructors.  

 

5.4 Limitation of the Study 

 Although this study is helpful for the educators of English language teaching, it 

is not free from limitations. First of all, due to the small sampling of the subjects, the 
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relationship of student-teacher cognitive styles cannot be over-generalized to 

represent the overall students and teachers in junior high schools in Taiwan. For 

further study, a larger sample or samples from different campuses are needed to obtain 

more detailed information about the relationship of student-teacher cognitive styles 

and students’ English performance. 

 Next, on account of the faculty unsteadiness of the chosen school, many classes 

are taught by different English teachers every school year; few teachers are able to 

teach the same group of students for three school years. Thus, the teacher participants 

of the present study are limited to those who teach the student participants for more 

than one year only. Besides, the teacher participants participating in this study were 

all female; the influence of male teachers was not detected in the present study. For 

this reason, the influence of the teacher participants may not be considered to be in its 

full extent. 

 In the present study, the results all indicated the successful learning of FI 

students. But, as what Brown (1978) and Witkin and Goodenough (1981) suggested, 

characteristics and behaviors associated with different cognitive styles might have 

different strengths and abilities; either style could have advantages or disadvantages 

for a particular task. However, for the lack of well-equipped facilities, students’ 

English performance is measured only through the listening, reading and writing test, 

but not through the speaking test. Consequently, the outcome of the present study is 

limited to certain matter of fact which is not enough for us to gain the full picture of 

the relationship between student-teacher cognitive styles and students’ English 

performance. 

 Besides, because the use of statistics and interview may not be sufficient to 

provide practical insights into the relationship between student-teacher cognitive 

styles and students’ English performance, classroom observation of student behaviors 
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and teacher instruction might contribute to a better understanding of the relationship 

between student-teacher cognitive styles and students’ English performance. 

 

5.5 Implication of the Study 

Based on the results of the study, some pedagogical implications are offered to 

EFL teachers or other English dedicators in Taiwan. First of all, the present study 

revealed that students’ cognitive styles were in significant relation to their English 

performance. Both FI and FD individuals played an important role in language 

learning. It is essential that the teachers need to learn to help students identify and 

diagnose their cognitive styles, using various diagnostic assessments, and the teachers 

should also discuss the results of the assessments with students, helping them realize 

what their strengths and weakness are and how they can take the best advantage of 

their strengths and compensate for their disadvantages. 

 In addition to making students become conscious of their cognitive styles, 

teachers should help develop students’ learning strategy repertoires by incorporating 

learning strategy training into regular classroom activities (Tsao, 2002). Students are 

compelled to employ a variety of problem-solving skills. Through broadening 

students’ learning styles, which is called “style expansion” (Ebeling, 2000; Pettigrew 

& Heikkinen, 1985), students can thus benefit more in approaching and processing 

learning tasks which focus either on analytic goal or on social goal.  

Next, teachers should be aware of their own cognitive styles which may 

influence students’ learning behaviors in different ways, and teachers are also 

suggested to be “cognitive-flexible” proposed by Saracho (1983) referring to the  

ability to perform in both FI and FD cognitive styles. Teachers can diversify their 

teaching activities to meet students’ needs and learning preference (Saracho & Spodek, 

1981, 1986, 1994; Turner, 1993). Activities such as analytic-oriented tasks and 
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intellectual tasks can help to nurture FI students’ restructuring ability while interactive 

learning activities can foster FD students’ interpersonal relationship. Jonassen and 

Grabowski (1993) provided some instructional conditions which capitalize on the 

preferences of the field independent students and challenge the field dependent 

students, including 

1. providing an independent learning environment; 

2. utilizing inquiry and discovery teaching methods; 

3. providing abundant content resources and reference material to sort through; 

4. providing independent, contract-based self instruction; 

5. providing minimal guidance and direction; 

6. asking the learner to pose questions to be answered; 

7. using inductive instructional sequence; 

8. creating outlines, pattern notes, concept maps, etc.; and  

9. using theoretical elaboration sequences. (p. 97-98) 

Instructional conditions which capitalize on the preferences of the field dependent 

students and challenge the field independent students were also provided, including 

1. providing a social learning environment; 

2. offering deliberate structural support with salient cues, especially 

organizational cues such as advanced organizers; 

3. providing clear, explicit directions and the maximum amount of guidance; 

4. including orienting strategies before instruction; 

5. providing extensive feedback (especially informative); 

6. presenting advance organizers (verbal, oral, or pictorial); 

7. presenting outlines or graphic organizers of content; 

8. providing prototypic examples; 

9. advising learner of instructional support needed (examples, practice items, 
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tools, resources); 

10. providing graphic, oral or auditory cues; 

11. embedding questions throughout learning; and 

12. providing deductive or procedural instructional sequences. (p.97) 

In addition to a variety of teaching conditions which match students’ cognitive 

styles, teachers need to make changes in the unified and controlled teaching behaviors 

in order to meet the different learning requirement of students with different cognitive 

styles. Besides, when selecting the textbook, teachers should give careful 

consideration to the learning activities which can all benefit students with different 

cognitive styles. 

Moreover, teacher education programs are advised to offer adequate practical 

training for English teachers to value cognitive styles of both the students and 

instructors and to assist English teachers in achieving “cognitive flexibility”. Teachers 

can achieve “cognitive flexibility” when teacher education programs identify their 

cognitive style and teach them to perform in both FI and FD cognitive styles. Saracho 

(1983) supported the importance of “cognitive flexibility;” as a result, teachers can 

become sensitive to their students’ cognitive styles rather than their own. Teacher 

education programs need to include cognitive style characteristics in their preparation 

curriculum. By facilitating them to achieve “cognitive flexibility,” teacher preparation 

programs can assist FI individuals, who concentrate on academic goals, and FD 

individuals, who concentrate on social goals, assimilate academic and social goals 

(Saracho,1997, 1999, 2003; Saracho & Spodek, 1981, 1986, 1994). For example, FI 

teachers can learn FD strategies in activities, e.g., chairing a committee, working with 

a group on a school project, joining their peers in selecting equipment and materials 

for the classroom that compel FI teachers to employ their social sensitivity, a FD 

attribute. Likewise, FD teachers can learn FI strategies in activities, e.g., working 
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alone in solving a problem concerning the writing of their curriculum or lesson plans, 

designing their classroom environment that require FD teachers to employ their 

analytic skills, a FI attribute (Saracho, 1997, 1999, 2001). Teacher education 

programs can implement this method in guiding teachers to become more sensitive to 

both their own cognitive styles and their students’ as well as to become more 

professional to their students’ interaction. 

Although Saracho (1997, 1999, 2001) and Saracho and Spodek (1981, 1986, 

1994) advocate that individuals can learn to perform in both FI and FD cognitive 

styles, this method only adds to the individuals’ repertoire of cognitive style 

characteristics; FI/FD, which is considered as an in-born cognitive style, cannot be 

entirely transformed. In addition, the assumption of “cognitive flexibility” lacks 

generalization due to insufficient research evidence (Saracho, 2003). Thus, more 

evidence on “cognitive flexibility” on the teacher education programs and teachers’ 

professional development must be collected for further research. 

 

5.6 Recommendation for Future Research 

 The present study demonstrates how student-teacher cognitive styles may affect 

students’ learning outcomes. The study, however, also offers some recommendations 

for future research. 

 First, the participants in the present study are in a small number from one junior 

high school in northern Taiwan, so the results should not be over-generalized to other 

areas of Taiwan. It is recommended that future research can use a larger population, 

including participants from other schools in the central, southern and eastern part of 

Taiwan, and take regional variables into consideration. 

 Second, this study is limited to students and teachers in a junior high school. 

Therefore, similar studies are recommended to conduct at other educational levels, so 
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that more consistent information on the relationship between student-teacher 

cognitive styles and students’ English performance would be obtain. 

 Third, the teacher participants chosen in the present study conducted teaching for 

about one year only. The influence of the teachers on students’ learning outcome may 

be limited to a certain extent. Thus, choosing the teacher participants that can teach 

the student participants for more than two or three years or even longer periods should 

be considered in the future studies. 

 Fourth, for the lack of the facilities available, the communicative ability was not 

examined as students’ English performance in this study; therefore, the result cannot 

bring forth a full picture of the relationship between student-teacher cognitive styles 

and students’ English performance. It is suggested that the speaking test should be 

included in the future studies.  

 Fifth, this study only explores the student-teacher cognitive styles and students’ 

English proficiency. Future research is recommended to focus on learning strategies 

of different cognitive styles or on the interpersonal interaction between students and 

teachers with different cognitive styles. 

 Sixth, the present study focuses on analyzing “identical cognitive style 

matching”, which can only provide explanation for the relationship between 

student-teacher cognitive styles and students’ English performance to a certain extent; 

future studies are encouraged to probe into the issue of “performance cognitive style 

matching” which may help provide more feasible explanation for the relationship 

between student-teacher cognitive styles and students’ English performance. 

Furthermore, the issue of gender match relationship between student-teacher cognitive 

style and students’ English performance is also recommended for further study.  

Seventh, a qualitative approach, such as classroom observation, is of necessity to 

be included in the future studies to seek detailed explanation for the relationship 
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between student-teacher cognitive styles and students’ English performance since this 

study only adopts statistic analysis as its major instrument and interview as its minor 

instrument to explain the relationship between student-teacher cognitive styles and 

students’ English performance. 

Finally, Saracho’s (1983) assumption of “cognitive flexibility” on teacher 

education programs and teachers’ professional development provides some insightful 

educational implications; still, more research evidence on the issue is needed for 

generalization. 

 


